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My partner and I call them "guilt albatrosses." We use this
shorthand for objects that remind me of my failures and shortcomings.
They assume myriad shapes. Uneaten cookies my mom made for the long
car ride across the states separating our respective houses. A handmade
gift from a friend intended to mark a special life event but never used for
that occasion. Items of clothing I bought and loved before I learned of the
designer's politics. These albatrosses can never be discarded so our house
is littered with them. We cart the gifts and the clothes and the other
albatrosses from residence to residence, and the cookies, even more laden
with guilt and meaning after my mom's death, may well live in our freezer
forever.
By the fall of 2020, the bags of pumped milk were on the verge of
becoming another albatross. Shortly after the baby was born, I began
stockpiling milk, falling into a pattern: Feed, pump, clean, repeat. Stare at
the clock at 2:37am, 3:48am, or 4:17am while calculating the remaining
minutes separating me from my return to sleep. Even in my exhaustion, I
understood the symbolic weight I was placing upon that milk and sensed
that I was stockpiling it to serve my own purposes as much as (or perhaps
more than) I was producing it for the baby. I thought of the milk as my
part of a deal: I needed enough of it to meet our daycare center's
requirements. The baby would enter care, and I would return to
performing a different kind of labor. Independent of the complex and
fraught cultural discourses circulating around various approaches to infant
feeding,1 the milk, to me, was a vehicle; it was a mechanism for accessing
other things I desired deeply amid the all-consuming experience of new
parenthood: the familiar feelings of self-efficacy, identity, and control
messily entangled with my understandings of "my work."2
I dutifully filled the freezer. Some of the last bags were dated
February 2020; we had almost enough for the baby to enter care the next
month. March came and went. The coronavirus pandemic derailed our
plans. The baby stayed at home, and the bags intended for the daycare sat
there, aging, approaching their expiration date, and slowly but surely
transforming into new albatrosses. Even as I recognized that this process
was happening, I could not make sense of it: Of what failure or
shortcoming were these albatrosses to remind me?
***
It was always a fragile arrangement, both within and beyond the
confines of our house.3 The sheer amount of time and labor childcare
demands was never lost upon me; I watched my mother bend her life
around her two daughters. My anxiety about who would perform such
labor (fearing the answer would be me) and how (given my attachments to
my professional identity exactly as it existed pre-baby) forestalled all

serious conversations about children for years.4 Still, we were both lucky
and privileged. We were able to welcome a child into our family. We found
a daycare with a spot for the baby, and we prepared to trade in capitalism's
most common currencies. We would exchange money for time. As in,
"Here is our baby and our tuition. May I have the next 6-7 hours to work?"
This too-naked acknowledgement of the inextricable economic
components of this kind of labor shorn from rhetorics of care, generosity,
and other feminized virtues may sound crass. Be that as it may,
discussions of caregiving (of any kind) that traffic predominantly in
feminized virtues and excise economic value worry me. I fear a thin line
separates the logic that the work of providing care is its own reward and
the exploitative conclusion that such affective rewards supplant the need
for more compensation and support. My concerns about the devaluation of
this labor are not original; countless individuals have advanced similar
arguments about the import "of," in Koa Beck's words, "recognizing
domestic labor [and other forms of caregiving] as the critical work that [it]
is" and valuing it as such, societally and monetarily.5
The coronavirus pandemic offered a deluge of evidence to support
such arguments. Shortly after the stay-at-home orders were issued and
schools and daycare centers closed in the spring of 2020, articles flooded
the Internet highlighting the absurdity of pretending that caregiving is not
a form of demanding labor.6 Authors and journalists documented their
own experiences or profiled other families to illustrate the crushing weight
of the demands upon "socially distanced" family units and the
unsustainability of "business as usual" under such duress.7 Shifting the
gaze from family units to systemic reverberations, others speculated about
the broader ramifications of such an abrupt reconfiguration of care
arrangements. Some postulated that, due to inadequate public support for
childcare providers and loss of tuition revenue, numerous daycares may
close permanently, winnowing the number of operational centers postpandemic and rendering care even more inaccessible for some.8 Others
argued that the pandemic will have untold adverse effects on women's
roles in the workforce, given gendered inequities in the performance of
care labor.9 And, of course, whatever the pandemic's gendered
implications, the situation is compounded by racism, xenophobia, and
other exclusionary ideologies. Early on, reports emerged of racial
disparities in the pandemic's economic toll in addition to the death toll.10
Such data suggested that Black women and women of color experienced
higher unemployment rates,11 significant representation in fields prone to
job losses,12 and magnified reverberations associated with childcare
closures.13 Moreover, women of color comprise a significant percentage
(40-45%) of paid childcare providers;14 accordingly, they operate within an

industry dually imperiled as both their bodies and economic livelihoods
are put at risk.
As the multi-faceted problems stemming from many Americans'
devaluation of care labor garnered media attention during the
pandemics,15 multiple rhetors seized the moment to recast the provision of
care as a public policy issue.16 Advocating for the adoption of a new
conceptual framework, Senator and former presidential candidate
Elizabeth Warren positioned "childcare" as "infrastructure" akin to the
"roads, bridges and communications systems [built and maintained] so
that people can work."17 In her 2020 Democratic National Convention
speech, Warren relayed her personal experience on the brink of dropping
out of the workforce before being "saved" by her Aunt Bee, a family
member willing to relocate to provide live-in childcare for Warren's family.
Reflecting the awareness that "have an Aunt Bee" is not a viable childcare
plan for all Americans, Warren's speech underscored the need for new
policies to support working families.
***
Before the 2020 pandemics, I knew there was no "Aunt Bee" on her
way, and the implications of that absence prompted numerous anxietyridden conversations and compulsive Internet searching. I approached
conversations about growing our family as if they were a kind of narrative
math problem ("Solve for X" where "X" is childcare).18 The axioms upon
which this problem rested presumed a profoundly atomized approach to
care labor, accepting as a fait accompli the absence of the supportive
public infrastructure Warren and others have proposed. Accordingly, I
reasoned that if my partner and I were to seek assistance with the many
challenges that accompany raising a child, our options would be limited to:
(1) Extended networks of family and friends. For a number of reasons
including geographic distance, we could not count on these networks as a
feasible or reliable childcare plan. (2) Paid care labor. Whether the brevity
of this list was a byproduct of our failure of imagination, an inability to
think in more expansive ways, a reflection of our life experiences and
positionalities, an indication of the extent to which we have absorbed
neoliberal ideologies,19 or an unwillingness to accept that we—like many
families—may not be able to depend on any extra help with childcare
demands (or likely a combination of all of the above), our list of options
ended here. Paid care labor became our solution by default.
Although I believed in the value of our hypothetical child receiving
care from others and being in community with other children at a
daycare,20 the patent thinness of such a highly individuated, market-based
approach to providing families with support distressed me. Without yet
having children or imagining the repercussions of a pandemic, I

nonetheless could foresee scenarios wherein our needs for help would
outstrip the tidy business hours during which the center provides care and
anticipate the pressure center closures would create, accepting that these
unforeseen circumstances would arise even as we, like many others I
suspected, had no back-up plan for handling them. And these
contingencies were not the ones that most troubled me given the
significant structural inequities staining the ways both access to and the
provision of paid care labor operate in the United States. Reports detailing
unaffordable price tags, "child-care deserts," and the untenable conditions
under which many childcare providers labor illuminate some of the ways
racism, capitalism, patriarchy, and other systems of oppression interact to
bar many individuals and families from receiving needed support.21 At the
same time that I considered daycare to have some merits and accepted
that it was the path we would take if we were to welcome a child into our
family,22 I was not oblivious to the irony: The time paid childcare opened
to perform the (relatively) safe and secure work I do, teaching and writing
about meaning and power, would be enabled by my participation in a
highly inequitable institution that reproduces class-based, racial, and
gendered disparities and other forms of injustice.
Of course, decisions about the ways one might take on or offset
caregiving responsibilities (to the extent that one has choice) are not
exactly (or rather exclusively) math problems,23 and the postulates I
accepted communicated simultaneously too much and too little about my
assumptions regarding labor, agency, and control. Like all metaphors, the
rhetorical act of framing our conversations as "a math problem to be
solved" both "distort[s]" and "illuminates" its subject.24 Reducing the
complex web of social, economic, political, and ideological relationships
conditioning how, when, and which families and caregivers are supported
into variables I supposed I could manipulate misunderstands the diffuse
ways power and agency operate while bolstering an illusory sense of
omnipotence, as if (in accordance with the ways I imagine someone
solving a math problem) a solitary figure with a pencil could command all
parts of the equation. Admittedly, this framing appeals to some of my
sensibilities. It plays to a part of my ego that upholds a vision of myself as
a diligent problem-solver and believes I can arrive at answers if I just
throw enough time and effort at the quandary. As tempting as such an
image may be, its echoes of meritocratic logic (i.e., "just add time and
effort") immediately raise my alarms, signaling the ways this false notion
of personal empowerment is intertwined with a host of toxic and
discriminatory ideologies that undermine the very idea of effort as the
determinant of success.

When I could make no progress using this line of reasoning, I
turned to the Internet. Given my particular professional aspirations, I
would enter into Google over and over again some combination of "writers
and mothers" or "academics and mothers." Kaitlyn Greenidge's reflections
on potential ways to live a life at the intersection of those two identities
filled me with hope.25 Like Greenidge, I was searching for models. I would
read and reread Wikipedia entries for famous writers, looking for clues
about their personal lives. Did they have children? If so, when? Between
which books or other professional projects? I would construct a timeline in
my mind, inserting children's birthdates into a writer's bibliography,
trying to assess exactly how much time away from work these exemplars
needed. Bluntly, this activity, too, was about control; I wanted a way to
manage all the pieces (willfully trying to ignore the limits of my reach
while self-aggrandizing in the process) in an attempt to check my
apprehensions over childrearing in a society that cares little about care
labor.26
Amid this compulsive searching, I latched upon Lauren Sandler's
controversial article, "The Secret to Being Both a Successful Writer and a
Mother: Have Just One Kid." As the title alludes, Sandler, in a fashion akin
to my own obsessive Wikipedia reading, attempts to reverse engineer a
solution to the competing demands placed upon working parents. She
lights upon the idea that the professional careers of "eminence[s]" such as
Susan Sontag, Margaret Atwood, and Alice Walker may be attributed to
their family size and posits that having one child may be the answer.27
Sandler's piece elicited a firestorm, drawing sharp rebukes from critics
questioning her logic and underscoring that, for many, family size is not a
"choice" at all.28 Multiple famous writers, including Zadie Smith and
Ayelet Waldman, joined the fray, challenging the idea that motherhood
cannibalizes creativity and reminding readers that the real obstacle to
parents' professional success is lack of childcare.29 Reflecting on this
"debate," Rebecca Mead notes that Sandler's overarching error is a
problem of misattribution.30 In Sandler's writing, Mead highlights, the
individual is the fulcrum point, a flaw I replicated in my own obsessive
searching and egoistic efforts to plan, manage, and exert control. By
centering the individual exclusively as the locus for agency and action,
Sandler, in turn, risks positioning aspiring parents exclusively as the locus
of responsibility, potentially absolving economic, political, and ideological
systems of their role in shaping gendered and racialized relationships to
labor (care-related or otherwise). In so doing, Sandler engages in an act of
misdirection, training her readers' eyes to focus on individuals' constraints
and preferences and away from the social structures that create no-win
situations.

***
I suspect Sandler's piece resonated deeply with me because I am
prone to similar lapses in my conceptions of power, agency, and control.
On the one hand, I have spent a considerable portion of my professional
life as an academic and critic contemplating the ways economic, political,
and ideological structures profoundly condition the possible and shape
individuals' and collectives' lived experiences. I gravitate toward theories
and frameworks that attempt to understand human meaning-making and
behavior by turning attention to the material and ideological conditions
marking a given moment in time. On the other hand, I harbor a sense of
"exemption" from such social and structural influences manifest as an
inflated sense of agency and control. This mindset occasionally bears the
guise of a kind of plucky "can-do[ism]"31 fueled by cliched self-talk ("where
there is a will, there is a way"), but undergirding such platitudes lies an
outsized sense of my power and reach. Undoubtedly, my whiteness
(among other privileges) and inherited Puritanical beliefs about
"willpower" and work constitute key components of the alchemy that gives
rise to this ego-driven worldview.32 Yet, understanding that such a
disposition reflects these larger ideological and material influences does
not translate inherently into its antidote. Its faux empowering siren song
retains an allure.33
So, like Sandler, I misread and misdirect attention. When
performing as a critic, I default to my most familiar and practiced ways of
thinking. I can spend hours identifying examples of ideologies or other
forms of structural influence at work in the world. I can bury myself in the
scholarship on race, gender, and care labor; individualism, neoliberalism,
and agency; motherhood, etc. I know the themes explored in this essay are
not "new."34 Rich work exists in varied disciplines within the academy and
outside of it (see Anne Helen Petersen's Culture Study, for example)
unpacking these constructs long before they appeared in headlines in
2020. Their voices illustrate how belief systems gain traction through their
internalization.35 And, already, some writers and scholars have used the
metaphoric laboratory of societies reconfigured by 2020's pandemics to
plumb such internalization in action, expressly documenting women's
feelings of guilt and failure in response to caregiving demands.36 Many
others will follow, building knowledge and illuminating the complexity of
beliefs and systemic influences molding the ways both "care" and "labor"
are understood and enacted two decades into the twenty-first century.
And still, a certain slipperiness affects my cognition and perception.
Academic exercise provides me no inoculation.37 I sit at my desk ready to
excoriate the politics that have led to this moment—the many injustices
that conditioned it and the ones that may result from it—while unable to

retain any clarity of perspective as I seek to make sense of my own layered
pandemic experiences. The privilege of being able to take unpaid leave
during the stretch of pandemic time that encompassed my child's infancy,
my mother's passing, and the aftermath of her death. And the suspicion
that "stepping back" signaled a personal shortcoming.38 The knowledge
that my body was relatively safe as I stayed at home combined with the
luxury of being able to keep the baby at home as well. And the sense that
another part of myself felt acutely imperiled, the part of my ego that
troublingly conflates certain kinds of work with self-worth. The economic
security of a tenured position and a dual-income household.39 And a
resignation to the possibility that this time of limited (academic)
productivity may have its own costs.40 The self-awareness that several
intersecting privileges have buffered me from many of the pandemics'
most devastating effects.41 And the self-indictment that arises in response
to all the ways I perceive that I have fallen short of my own internalized
expectations for performance (as a parent, professor, community member,
etc.) during the pandemics. My complicity in upholding multiple
dangerous ideologies by subscribing to a distorted notion of individual
agency. And the recognition that many of my internal, self-judgmental
narratives borrow the vocabularies of the capitalist, racist, and gendered
ideologies and institutional practices shaping how I have come to
understand power, care, agency, labor, work, worth, identity, and control.
These systemic influences and ideologies come in and out of focus.
At times, their imprints on my thoughts and actions are apparent; at other
times, they evade my perception. This blurriness is its own object of
curiosity, one illuminated through the prism of Zadie Smith's treatment of
this kind of dissonance. In her essay, "Peonies," written during the early
days of the coronavirus pandemic in the United States, Smith reflects on
her investment in control and considers how such attachments operate
alongside her thoughts about resistance, submission, and writing.
Considering the limitations the act of writing imposes, she ponders the
potential for maintaining "flexib[ility] on the page" so as to make space to
be "shamelessly self-forgiving and ever changing."42 Such flexibility would
enable the accommodation of "the complex and ambivalent nature of
'submission,'"43 of being out of control, and allow for the "odd combination
of" conceptual lens, vantage points, and affective states one may inhabit
simultaneously, differing—even contradictory—dispositions coming to the
fore "from moment to moment."44 Smith offers an appealing way of
relating to some of the competing impulses animating this self-reflection,
but as an object that enters my interior landscape, Smith's argument, too,
is slippery; I cannot hold onto the argument or hold the space for it. More
often than not, caught in the vice-grip, when I'm feeling the pressure of

systemic forces bearing down, I slip registers: I harbor a secret sense of
shame, the flipside of an inflated sense of power.
***
In some ways, 2020 provided ample opportunities to retrain the
eyes to "see" systemic influences on humans' lives.45 Over the course of the
year, an almost dizzying cascade of stories of loss—loss of life, livelihood,
relationships, physical and mental health, the ability to meet basic human
needs for survival, sustenance, and safety—coalesced into a damning
indictment of systemic failures, highlighting the absence of sufficient
social safety nets and revealing the dramatic inequities shaping
community members' lived experiences.46 In a year that included
innumerable instances of anti-Black violence, including the deaths of
Ahmaud Arbery, George Floyd, and Breonna Taylor, racial justice
advocates stressed the significance of attending to the profound ways antiBlack racism (alongside other discriminatory ideologies) courses through
the institutions and social systems structuring the spaces within which life
unfolds.
From the chorus of voices chronicling 2020's harms, a common
sentiment emerges: The various social ills and public problems that filled
the newspapers were never designed to rest on individuals' shoulders
alone.47 Against the backdrop of so many injustices, ideologies trumpeting
the almighty power of the individual—including, as Beck notes, white
feminism with its granular fixation on individual (read: white, privileged
women's) success48—proved to be almost comically bereft (or rather they
would be comical if their results weren't so catastrophic).49 As Petersen
often phrases it, individuals cannot devise "hacks," implement simple
shortcuts, to solve these problems.50 "Gaming" family size is not the "work
around" to resolve the nation's lack of investment in caregiving. Bags of
frozen human milk cannot take the place of a national commitment to
ensuring all individuals—independent of their caregiving responsibilities—
are supported and positioned to thrive.51
Yet, as I stood in my kitchen, pouring bags of expired milk freighted
with the tenuous optimism they once symbolized down the drain, I sensed
vaguely that I missed something. Surely, there was something within my
orbit of control, some way to ameliorate …. Ameliorate what exactly? I
fumble and struggle to end that sentence. Like tugging on a loose thread,
attempts to answer that question begin to unravel the very edifice of the
thought. The pressures of caregiving demands? The lack of a larger care
infrastructure? The ways the coronavirus pandemic's disruption of
caregiving institutions refracts and perpetuates gendered and racist
inequities? I missed some puzzle piece? I blink and know this feeling is
absurd. I blink again and that knowing evaporates.
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